The policy language of recent UK governments in relation to 'activating' communities has drawn on images of 'community' as coherent Qualitative network analysis illustrated the webbed intricacies of participating in 'community' and the importance of recognising conflict as an element of the whole process of participation -which should not be elided by policy makers. The paper concludes that conflict has a positive role to play in sustainable community processes: it is both an undeniably inherent element of participation and a democratic imperative.
enterprising and freed up actor eager to volunteer and deliver local services: 'from state power to people power ' (Cameron, 2010) .
The trends I have outlined here form the context and cover the timeframe of the paper's concerns taking in the construction of a participative citizenry across the 1980s and 1990s and into the new century, and the renewed emphasis on empowered citizens as responsible individuals in their communities in the 2010s.
However, at the same time as governments have sought to activate citizens in particular ways, disciplining and intoning a specific set of behaviours for citizens and for policy implementers, contentious civic action has been 'othered' and distinguished from acceptable expressions of community participation.
Deriding bottom-up community action as the conduct of self-interested individuals and detrimental to the 'real' needs of the community (typically, NIMBYs -Not In My Back Yard -in planning matters) impoverishes understandings of the complexities of real world participation and the valuable lessons it presents for policymakers. The aim of this paper, therefore, is to challenge the efficacy of neutralized values of empowerment, community and participation in government policy. To do this it addresses three interrelated tasks: it examines the shared weaknesses of the New Labour governments' community policies and that of the Coalition government's Big Society ambitions; it highlights how the insights of the classical sociologist Georg Simmel (1904; 1955) on conflict and the relationality of human life support a more meaningful exploration of the realpolitik of community engagement; and, drawing on Simmel's insights, it discusses an empirical example of the thick complexity of networked processes of community action which contradict the thin versions of participation envisaged in policy. The paper concludes by noting the redundancy of cosy concepts and quick fixes and suggests that policymakers engage with the processual complexity of community life to develop policies which are democratically-driven, widely supported and, thus, effective. In this respect both ethnographic research in communities and community development work have a role to play.
Community Participation and the Big Society
The Big Society vision of the UK Coalition government exhorts citizens to participate in their communities of place (DCLG, 2012: 7) and seeks to distinguish itself from previous government policy with a greater focus on individuals in communities and a 'real' commitment to decentralize power (HM Government, 2010; Localism Act, 2011 with 'a first allegiance' to local people on the part of service providers, citizens will be helped 'to reengage with what goes on in their communities' thus displacing the 'top-down bureaucracy of accountability to the centre and therefore control by the centre'(ibid; emphasis in the original). The Localism Act, 2011 enshrines in law 'a new set of rights for communities', 'marking a revolution in the way the country works by putting power back in the hands of people through a radical package of reforms and new freedoms ' (DCLG, 2011) . These strong assertions coupled to apparently self-explanatory concepts of 'community', 'citizens', 'local people' and what constitutes 'a bigger say' are yet to be fully borne out in implementational terms and questions remain as to who exactly is being addressed here and how such broad aspirations can be translated into concrete and efficacious action.
These burgeoning issues are not dissimilar to those raised by New Labour's approach to community and participation. However, whilst New
Labour constructed the local authority as a 'community leader', 'in touch with the people' and capable of facilitating community participation (DETR 1998a; DETR 1998b) , the Coalition government's relationship with local government is, perhaps, less sympathetically drawn. There is a tendency to identify 'local people' as the recipients of 'new powers' of 'local control' rather than local government; although, so far, there is little evidence of this materializing on the ground (Buser, 2013:23; Eyre, 2014) . The suggestion is that local government too is a 'burden of bureaucracy' which central government will free people from. Buser (2013:14) highlights the paradox of central government pledging to decentralize at the same time as maintaining its control of local government through national policy frameworks, compacts and financial controls: the 'have your cake and eat it' managerialism which was evident in New Labour's governance arrangements.
The discursive linking of 'community', 'participation' and (therefore)
'empowerment' was emblematic of the New Labour approach with a distinctly integrative interpretation of empowerment, demonstrated in the narrow remit of policy documents which focused upon 'public participation that is deliberately stimulated by local authorities' (Lowndes et al, 1998 ).
Consideration of radical or 'ad hoc' forms of participation were excluded and the emphasis placed, first and foremost, on participation as a task to be managed by government and with a presumption that the local authority is, and should be, the legitimate and harmonious locus of participatory activity (ibid; Holman, 2001). However, in practice, 'working together' often brought into conflict the elected (councillors) with the empowered (neighbourhood groups) (DETR, 1998a , Holman, 2001 Sullivan, 2009:52) .
The strategic communitarianism deployed in New Labour policies which This is also a world that is temporal and networked: where networks overlap and individual autonomy fluctuates, and where dissensus, consensus and indifference mutually inhabit layers of human interaction.
From this ontological starting point the norm of community as a unified geographical entity which is harmonious (or aspiring to be) has to be supplanted with a more contingent understanding where diverse and open-ended expressions of participation in 'real world' locations are inflected by multiple conflictive, co-operative and contradictory processes.
Specifically, conflict in communities has to be accorded equal consideration to consensus and co-operation. From this perspective, then, 'community' and 'participation' look far more complex, presenting both a theoretical and analytical challenge to the researcher, and raising questions -as relevant in the Big Society context as for the previous governments' community policies -about how these processes can be better understood.
Community Participation: Simmel and Conflict
The earliest engagement with the relational embeddedness of conflict in social forms comes from the work of the German sociologist, Georg
Simmel. There has been an international resurgence of scholarly interest in Simmel's work including his development of a sociological theory concerned with process (as opposed to agency and structure). Simmel argued that conflict is a form of 'sociation', this being the 'particular patterns and forms in which men [sic] associate and interact with one another' (Coser, 1977:179) . Conflict is considered 'one of the most vivid interactional forms of sociation' (Simmel, 1955:13) and 'the very essence of social life' (Coser, 1977:187) . For Simmel, conflict is comprised of integrated positive and negative aspects (Simmel, 1955:14) .
His contention is that, 'definite actual society does not result only from other social forces which are positive, and only to the extent that the negative factors do not hinder them' but where 'contradiction and conflict ... precede ... [and] are operative at every moment of its existence' (Simmel, 1955: 14-16) . Furthermore, he impresses that, 'a group which was entirely centripetal and harmonious -that is, 'unification' merely -is not only impossible empirically, but it would ...display no essential life-process and no stable structure' (Simmel, 1904:491) . He, therefore, deepens our understanding of conflict as a It is his insights on conflict and the relationality of human life that make it possible to more fully comprehend community relations in their vibrant 'beingness' and corporeal wholeness, from single encounters to the multidimensionality of networks. Moreover, he provides the theoretical corrective to the political valorisation of consensus in participation as a fixed/fixable and an unequivocally equilibrium-bearing property.
Community Participation: the 'Real World'
Analytically, the challenge is one of how best to capture and understand these dynamic processes, a key task in the original study (Holman, 2001 ). The study -an ethnographically driven mixed methods case study with networks at its core -was conducted in a large market town, the administrative centre of a borough council in a mixed rural area of the UK. 
Conclusion
This paper has taken issue with the neutralized versions of community and participation prevalent in the government policies of New Labour and the Conservative-led Coalition government. Policy rhetoric has continued to prescribe a specification of active and consensual communities in order to 'work together' or address 'ineffective communities' (Bunyan, 2012; Buser, 2012; DETR, 1998a; DETR, 1998b; DCLG, 2010 DCLG, , 2012 HM Government, 2012; Hancock, Mooney and Neal, 2012) . In this way, individuals in communities continue to be regarded as policy-receptive actors who have the potential to perform community 'correctly' and for the greater good once empowered to do so by government. The Coalition government's Big Society policy rhetoric packages together various initiatives claimed to be genuinely decentralizing which will put 'power back in the hands of people ' (DCLG, 2011) . This includes a peculiarly underpowered and underfunded community organiser programme which runs only to the end of the administration's time in office. Emerging empirical studies are already highlighting the failings of Big Society initiatives in complex 'real world' contexts and the impact of austerity measures on local policy implementers (Eyre, 2014) . These are costly failings, financially and politically, and which exhaust goodwill and trust at the local level as 'community' initiatives -and funding -come and go.
The paper proposes an alternative standpoint to the 'problem of community' which, admittedly, does not provide easily digestible lessons for policymakers. The process of 'real world' community participation is complicated (as any local government officer will tell you); nonetheless, that does not absolve policymakers from the responsibility of developing a more sympathetic response to the complexity of participating in 'real world' communities. Policymakers need to be persuaded to relinquish their rhetorical and damaging attachment to cosy concepts and shortterm quick fixes that have limited application. Instead, the case needs to be made for an informed appreciation of the presence of conflict as a democratic necessity in sustainable community processes. Community development work and research has a role to play in supporting policymakers' understanding of these processes and in facilitating the democratic imperative in community networks on the ground (Gilchrist,
